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Assessing the Medicare benefit package: preliminary findings

ISSUE:  Aging of the population and changes in health care are creating pressures on the Medicare
program that will make it increasingly important to achieve program goals as efficiently as
possible.  The goal of the June report is to review the evidence and assess whether changes to the
Medicare benefits package could 1) better ensure beneficiaries’ access to medically necessary care
in the most appropriate clinical settings without placing undue burdens on taxpayers or
beneficiaries; or  2) change incentives for beneficiaries and providers to use services more
efficiently and effectively.  

KEY POINTS:   Based on the evidence presented in January and at this meeting, we have identified
findings in four major areas:

• positive contributions of Medicare benefits;
• the implications of demographic changes and changes in the practice of medicine on

beneficiaries’ financial liability and access to care; 
• the effects of Medicare’s selective coverage policies and cost-sharing structure on the use

of and spending for services; and
• the implications of using a variety of supplements to Medicare for the costs, efficiency, and

effectiveness of beneficiaries’ health care.

We then identified two broad categories of policy options:

• Changes in the current cost-sharing structure could improve the value of Medicare benefits
without increasing program costs;

• Expanding Medicare benefits or changing the wider system of insurance might be more
efficient, and provide greater protection to beneficiaries without increasing total system
costs, but would entail significant tradeoffs on issues that are very important to
policymakers, beneficiaries, other taxpayers, providers, and other interests.

ACTION:   Although no final decisions are required at this meeting, you need to provide guidance
on the central messages of the June report:  Are these the findings that should be developed in the
report?  Have we characterized them appropriately?  Do the preliminary policy conclusions reflect
what you want to say about Medicare benefits?  

Your discussion will guide us in completing the draft report, which you will discuss at the April
meeting.
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